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rather than of the character and texture of life at the front. Often, the very soldiers with the most direct experience of battle remain least able to reflect on that experience in writing, some because of the magnitude of the trauma they suffered, others because they lacked the ability to express what it was they saw and experienced even though their level of literacy was generally higher than that of the average G.I. or Tommy. Reading their letters and diaries, one is struck by the remarkable level of intelligence and lucidity. In part this was a consequence of the rigorous German educational system, but to a great extent owed much to the manner in which the Wehrmacht utilized its personnel. Unlike the American army which, until late in the war, shunted its most educated men into specialized roles, the Wehrmacht from the start deployed a remarkably high percentage of its manpower as combat troops.6 Thus, even college educated men routinely found themselves in the frontmost ranks. Further, Nazi doctrine emphasized the notion of a Volksgemeinschaft roughly modeled on the legendary trench socialism of World War I, a national community whose social harmony, unity, and political authority rested on the integration of people from all walks of life, thus transcending class conflict. Since the German Army had a high proportion of educated men in the forward lines who had the ability to reflect on their experiences and commit them to paper, the result was a remarkably rich record of life at the front.
The historian seeking to understand the mind of the Landser must nevertheless exercise caution, since the reality of censorship meant that many Landser not only had to avoid any information of a military nature, but political statements which, if critical of the government, could lead to the death penalty. "The censor obviously might not see everything that is written," confirmed one Landser, then admitted, "But believe me, much crap is still written home." Still, the flood of letters to and from the front (estimated at forty to fifty billion total) meant that many passed through censorship unopened; and the longer the war continued, the less seriously many Landser regarded the censor. As two of the leading authorities on German Feldpostbriefe (letters from the field) concluded after studying thousands of such missives, "The mass of soldiers expressed their opinions and views in a surprisingly open and uninhibited fashion."7 As a result, these letters and diaries provide valuable insights into this puzzling problem of what motivated the Landser. After all, no one forced a soldier to make positive comments about the Nazi regime, so that if some letters have the ring of propagandistic mimicry about them, others reflect a genuine sympathy and support for Hitler and Nazism. An army tends to reflect the society from which it sprang, so that if the men of the Wehrmacht fought steadfastly in support of Nazism, something within the Hitler-state must have struck a responsive chord. As Hegel long ago pointed out, men will much more readily fight to defend ideas than material interests. From the German perspective, World War II, especially that part of it fought in Russia, could be seen as the ultimate ideological war, since many of the Landser understood it as a war of ideas, with the enemy threatening the validity of National Socialist concepts. The staying power of the average German soldier, his sense of seriousness and purpose, what often went beyond sacrifice, courage, and resolution to fanaticism, depended in large measure on the conviction that National Socialist Germany had redeemed the failures of World War I and had restored, both individually and collectively, a uniquely German sense of identity. The paradox of war remains, as Robin Fox points out, "that so important is the defense of our ideas-our definitions of ourselves and our societies-that . . . out his nerves cracking. He was both a technological warrior who understood that the war had produced a revolution of modernism, as well as a man of steel who gained personal fulfillment through a narcissistic dynamism of will and energy. A certain matter-of-factness thus marked the new man, who replaced the romantic relics of a failed bourgeois age with the image of mechanical precision. "The German factory," despaired a French soldier already in 1917, "is absorbing the world."9 More than any other writer, Ernst Jiinger popularized this image of the new man and of a world in which the worker and soldier, made one by the energy of technology and the vitalism of war, fused to create a being who combined "a minimum of ideology with a maximum of performance." War, he asserted, afforded personal rebirth through passage into the intoxicating world of instinct and emotion, where men thrown together in the hurricane of battle rediscovered courage and passion. "Perhaps one must lose all in order to gain one's self," wrote Horstmar Seitz in October 1942. "We must throw away all culture and education, ... for us there is only one thing: to begin completely anew, to erect new values and create new forms." War thus fostered both transfiguration and redemption, forging a community of men who shared a great destiny and encompassed a higher mission, a Gemeinschaft whose merits of action, decision, and existential commitment resulted in genuine self-realization.10
Modern war, Junger proclaimed, transformed life into energy, so that it resembled a machine. Indeed, the new face of war led to the development of soldiers with ruthless will, men who were resilient and malleable under the new conditions of battle, men who were "day laborers of death ... for a better day." Overblown rhetoric perhaps, although in a letter written in November 1944 Sebastian Mendelssohn-Bartholdy claimed that he "would like to be one of the nameless in the greater community who takes on every sacrifice for the war in order to serve a future that we don't know and yet in which we still believe.""1 To Junger the soldier, whose face was "metallic ... galvanized" and who stoically accepted pain, was a fighter made of modern material. "We don't cry," Harry Mielert noted from Russia in December 1943, "and our exteriors appear hard and like a bizarre personification of the pure manly, cold, warrior." "This war has shaped us soldiers into something else," mused Ansgar Bollweg in November 1943. "With the sharpness of a predator's eyes we recognize that the remains of the old world will be crushed between the millstones of this war. The middle ages comes finally to an end.... I see how in the epoch of masses and machines each individual life will always become more explicitly that of a 'life of a worker' and how because of that the war gets its cruel character." "You can't afford to be soft in war," Karl Fuchs asserted in a letter to his wife. "Indeed, you have to be pitiless and relentless. Don't I sound like a different person to you?"112 A different person, indeed, one, in fact, very much like the image of the new man that Junger had described.
Jiinger argued as well that pleasure and horror were inseparable in war, horror at the destruction but pleasure in the will to sacrifice. "The deepest happiness of man," he declared, "lies in the fact that he will be sacrificed." To Jiinger, domination and service were identical, or as Reinhard Goes put it in November 1941, "I have learned that one is only free not only when one can give orders, but also when one can take orders." Heinz Kuchler wrote from Poland in September 1939, "Our greatness must lie in the ability, not to master fate, but rather to maintain our personality, our will, our love in defiance of fate and unbowed to be a sacrifice to a world order that is not ours." After all, Junger asserted, war was "a matter of taste." 13 Sacrifice and massive loss of life became the most striking reality of World War II for the Landser, especially on the eastern front. "After a week long ... march, my division went into action at the Dnieper," wrote Gerhard Meyer in July 1941. "The first encounter of our side with a superior force without artillery preparation cost blood on top of blood. ... The positive strength of the division had now sunk under half, eighty Others also closely mimicked Jiunger. "Men die daily, and daily rise from the dead," wrote Wolfgang Kluge in an eery parallel to Jiinger's notion of rebirth through war, while in another letter he touched on the notion of affirmation, arguing, "We who must walk on the shadowy side of life hang on to the beauty of life more than those who possess it." War affirmed life, as life, to Siegfried Roemer, seemed to affirm war: "But to us the war has now become a life-form, to be sure full of danger and filth and blood, but we stand in the middle of it and affirm it to a certain degree." To Heinz Kiichler, it seemed "really curious to go marching into war with the attitude that we must have: without hate, without passion. We must and will be successful in liberating the world from this plague. . . and we will not return before ... the center of the Jewish-Bolshevik 'world benefactors' is destroyed." Russia thus served as a great ideological proving ground, as many Landsers previously skeptical of Nazi propaganda confronted the apparent reality of the JewishBolshevik destruction of a whole nation. Some gleefully noted that the Jews were, in a favorite phrase of Hitler's, being "eradicated root and branch." In Russia "the Eastern Jew now reveals himself in all his brutality," observed Corporal H. K., himself an avid Sturmer reader, then referred approvingly to Hitler's famous prophecy concerning the fate of the Jews: "that should the Jews once again bring it about that the nations are again plunged into a world war, it would be the destruction of their race and not ours."24
The Wehrmacht high command made determined efforts to encourage racist hatred in the Landser through general orders (such as the infamous decrees of Generals Reichenau and Manstein in late 1941 urging German soldiers to wreak destruction on the "Jewish Bolshevik" system), written propaganda (especially front newspapers), and by means of spoken propaganda, initially by "education officers" and later in the war through the use of the NSFO, whose task, as Wilhelm Pruller indicated in a letter to his wife, was "to support the battle from the philosophical standpoint and to educate the troops along these lines." Front newspapers typically sought to reinforce racial and ideological conceptions, referring to the war as an unavoidable struggle "for liberation of the Aryan people from the spiritual and material bondage" of the Jews. Accompanying the message that the Jews were "a plague," was also an attempt in these newspapers to stiffen morale and urge the soldiers on to new exertions by emphasizing the "inner strength" to be derived from National Socialism, "the greatest power of our times." These efforts evidently met with some success according to a monthly The meaning came out in the speeches that our situation is serious, to be sure, but not hopeless . . . We must and will not be crushed by this almost overwhelming uncertainty." Reflecting a union of Jiinger's impassive warrior and the true Nazi believer, Lieutenant K. N. contended, "War must always remain a calculation of understanding and burning will... so that it gives material strength a heroic flight." Friedrich Grupe, who trained as one of those front fighters who were to serve as "political shock troops" in the German army, noted that "everything should correspond to the social community of deeds." In other words, spirit, idealism, and action were to mesh, as German troops were to be inspired not by lectures, but by "speaking as one soldier to another."27 This notion that ideology should be communicated from one comrade to another was important, for trusted officers and fellow Landser exerted great influence on the beliefs of others. As the Nazis surely real- Concern, friendship, sincerity, idealism: clearly this was a complex and dynamic relationship, something that could not easily be created through the establishment of an NSFO. Yet once developed, it could result in a formidable bond. "I couldn't find the words," Sajer later maintained, "to express the intensity of emotion which German idealism created in me."28 Many Landser, undoubtedly influenced by Nazi propaganda, thus depicted themselves as conducting an ideological crusade in defense of European civilization and the German community. But there was more to their ideological motivation than just preconditioned racist hatred. Indeed, the profound disbelief and disgust felt by the Landser at the primitive conditions in the communist heartland, the very brutality of everyday life, produced a sense of waging an apocalyptic struggle against a cruel and backward power. and school boys, the sons of workers and civil servants side by side and got to know and appreciate one another." Indeed, remembered Gustav Koppke, a worker from a communist family in the Ruhr and himself a communist after the war, "Our worker's suburb and the HJ were absolutely not contradictory. . The HJ uniform was something positive in our childhood."38 This attempt to bring together Germans from differing backgrounds made a deep impression. "The creation of that Volksgemeinschaft in which the workers would be fully integrated," appeared to Friedrich Grupe, himself a Landser, "as the embodiment, the realization of the Volksgemeinschaft." "This community of working men," he continued, "is something unique. From all sections of society we come here together ... no one is asked his origins or class, whether he is rich or poor.... Snobbery, class consciousness, envy, and idleness are left out on the street."39 The Labor Service, along with the Hitler Youth, thus reinforced specific values important to the Nazis, notions such as camaraderie, sacrifice, loyalty, duty, endurance, courage, obedience; and perhaps as well a certain contempt for those outside the bonds of community. The "socialist" aspect of National Socialism could and did have a significant impact on Germans of Grupe's generation. The allure of Nazism, then, lay in creating the belief that one was in service to an ideal community that promoted both social commitment and integration.
Despite the coercive nature of this Volksgemeinschaft, to many Landser the Nazis accomplished enough in the 1930s, in terms of restoration of employment, the extension of social benefits, and the promotion of equality of opportunity and social mobility, to sustain their belief that Hitler was sincere about establishing a classless, integrative society. In a study of German prisoners of war, H. L. Ansbacher discovered that large numbers of average soldiers voiced positive opinions regarding Nazi accomplishments, highlighting such things as the provision of economic security and social welfare, the elimination of class distinctions and the creation of communal feelings, concern for every Volksgenossen (national comrade), and expanded educational opportunity for poor children. Especially prevalent was the belief that the com- An anonymous Landser insisted in late summer 1944 that he welcomed the war which had "ripped us out of our childhood and placed us in a struggle for life," since the "battle was for our future" which "will end in a victory of our . .. beliefs." Following the German conquest of Poland, Wilhelm Prtiller enthused, "It is a victory of sacred belief .. ., a victory of National Socialism." To Pruller, Hitler had saved Germany because he had provided a unifying ideology "which may be described as ideal: and really one which grew out of the people themselves." "When this war ends," Priiller concluded, "I shall return from it a much more fanatical National Socialist than I was before."42 For other Landser, too, the Nazi Volksgemeinschaft remained the ideal. "Everything small and base must be remote from us as just now it is in battle and in the face of death," Eberhard Wendebourg exclaimed, "then the Volksgemeinschaft, a true goodness and love among all Germans, will be secured new and better even than in the years before the war." Friedrich Grupe ,the superiority of a thought ... so triumphed as today." Indeed, confirmed another Landser, "We know for what the Fuhrer is fighting and we don't want to stand in the rear, but rather ... to be faithful followers! And should fate also demand sacrifice of blood and property from us, then we will grit our teeth and with determined brow, defiance on our tongue, say: I'll do it. Long live the Fuhrer and his great work!" Harry Mielert noted in July 1943, "We live in high morale. Many comrades have fallen. But they live immortally in that spirit which shapes a common spirit of the nation." Other Landsers as well betrayed this sense of fighting for a new Germany. Writing in April 1940, Corporal E. N. claimed that "as long as we front soldiers have Adolf Hitler, there will be loyalty, bravery, and justice for his people. I believe that the best days ... are just coming." And why was this? Because, he concluded, "There will be a day on which the people will have their freedom, peace, and equality returned to them." For many, faith like this meant that no conditions were placed on their loyalty to Hitler. "Now, where the Fatherland has called us," Wilhelm Rubino exclaimed in a letter to his mother, "I belong life and death to the Fuihrer, and you should not despair if the worst should happen to me." "As with me," Friedrich Grupe later confessed, "all Landser were deeply bound by oath, orders, obedience, and-this realization of this ideal. As the historian Detlev Peukert has noted, the Nazis intended to impose a new order on the unsettling complexities and social turbulence that had accompanied the upheavals of World War I and the modernization of the twenties. At bottom, their promise was to bring modernization without conflict within the context of community. As their letters illustrate, many Landser indeed wanted a life different from that they had lived before, a life based on something similar to the sense of community they felt in the army, but without the killing and fear, a life of men bound together who frankly embraced each other as equals in a common endeavor. With modern models and mythic images borrowed from the trenches of the Great War, the Nazis set out to substitute harmony and a feeling of community for the intense upheavals produced by war and economic modernization. As Modris Eksteins has noted, their intention was to create a new man, a new social system, and a new order; in short, to change the face of the world. Hitler aimed at nothing less than a reorganization of society and the creation of a Volksgemeinschaft of social integration where class conflict had vanished. Nor was the Nazi vision of modernization without internal conflict and a political community that provided both security and opportunity unattractive, for as Peukert observed, after the war, at least in West Germany, this promise of opportunity and social integration, stripped of the ideological overtones of the Nazi era, was now realized.52 To many Germans it was, and remained, a highly potent vision of the future, to the extent that they willingly overlooked its racist ideological essence. Nazi efforts to create a new order and new man were real, and as the example of many Landser showed, could inspire a fierce loyalty and devotion. In the quest for the utopian, however, both the ideal and those average soldiers who fought to realize it were perverted by Hitler's racism and sucked into a whirlpool of evil. 
